Mississippi Libraries 


cumstances and history are used to articu- 
late his view of his race, notably in the 
1940’s when many of the interviews and 
articles appeared. 

The editors provide a useful introduc- 
tion which places the “conversations” in 
context and moves them into focus with 
characterizing comments and excerpts as 
well as general observations on their 
nature and Wright's attitudes. There is an 
index and a helpful chronology, as well as 
a list of Wright’s books. 

Since many of the interviews and arti- 
cles appeared during times when Wright 
was in the limelight after the publication 
of his major works, they provide a mov- 
ing commentary on his intentions for his 
work. They also offer up Wright’s opin- 
ions and observations on the situation fac- 
ing African Americans-historically, con- 


Vol. 58, No. 4, Winter 1994 


temporaneously and future. After his 
expatriation to Paris in the mid-forties, his 
opinions of American culture are naturally 
featured-dark, pessimistic pictures belied 
only by his friendly manner and booming 
laughter. For example: “At this point, 
Richard Wright smiled a smile that contra- 
dicted the pessimism of his pronounce- 
ments. Large, strong, his face expressed 
poise, health. And when he laughed, one 
could not imagine that anyone who 
laughed in that way was not, at bottom, a 
firm optimist.” 

There is, of course, repetition. In any 
collection like this which is composed 
mostly of popular press pieces in which 
the subject must be re-introduced, there is 
endless repeating of Wright’s credentials: 
his birth in Natchez, his troubled youth, 
his lack of schooling and self-education 
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through reading, his obtaining library 
books by using a white friend’s library 
card, but generally this is a relatively 
minor distraction and, in fact, serves to 
strengthen the folklore of Wright. Most 
of the interviews are brief; and it is not 
hard to advance to the meat of each, pick- 
ing out particular statements that seem to 
define Richard Wright: “One of the things 
that makes me write is that | realize that 
I’m a very average Negro.” He smiled a 
little and said in a lower tone, “Maybe 
that’s what makes me extraordinary.” 


Jim Parks 
College Librarian 
Millsaps College 
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